In regional Australia there is a growing interest and investment in community capacity building and this is beginning to be formalised in a desire to integrate information communications technology opportunities with other forms of community development. This paper explores the opportunity for greater social integration based on the formation of community-based information technology (IT) driven organisations. It is suggested that whether disseminating information, collaborating with other communities, assisting the development of new industries, or simply by sharing the lessons learned along the way, community-based IT can assist and support a community's economic and social development. Further, the paper supports the view that, where understanding and developing new forms of information technology through community
INTRODUCTION
The Wide Bay Region of Queensland is, on nearly every indicator, an economically and socially disadvantaged region (Planning Information and Forecasting Unit 2001) . In regional Australia there is a growing interest and investment in community capacity building to ameliorate this type of disadvantage. Community capacity building is designed to assist groups and individuals within an area to provide greater opportunities for social and economic participation by building their social capital (through stronger networks, trust and shared values). If this can be achieved, communities can offer individuals more opportunities for economic and social participation. A key part of community capacity building is connecting individuals in ways that enable people to support each other. One of the ways that this might be achieved in the Hervey Bay context is through the integration of information communications technology opportunities with other forms of community development. This paper explores the opportunity for greater integration based on the formation of community-based information technology driven organisations. It is suggested that whether disseminating information, collaborating with other communities, assisting the development of new industries, or simply by sharing the lessons learned along the way, community-based IT can assist and support a community's economic and social development. Further, the paper supports the view that, where understanding and developing new forms of information technology through community informatics is accepted as an integral part of such development, communities will not just 'improve the old' but will more radically restructure themselves towards a knowledge-based future.
The development of Bay Connect, a community based Internet development and training project begun in Hervey Bay with Australian Commonwealth Government funding provided by the Networking the Nation (NTN) program, which is now expanding into Maryborough and surrounding Shires, is used as a case study. The University of Southern Queensland's Wide Bay Campus' emergent role in the creation and nurturing of an IT skills base within the Region will also support this hoped-for transition.
AUSTRALIAN INTERNET ACTIVITY STATISTICS
Australia has consistently demonstrated a high level of adoption and use of technologies such as the Internet, with significant levels of economic and social activity now occurring online. The National Office for the Information Economy (NOIE) ranked Australia third overall behind the United States of America and Sweden in a benchmarking index which ranked fourteen key countries across twenty-three statistical indicators relating to progress in developing the information economy (National Office for the Information Economy 2002). In this study the United States of America, Scandinavia, Australia, New Zealand and the smaller countries of South East and East Asia are considered to be in a strong position to take advantage of the potential benefits of the emerging global information economy, having the beginnings of the necessary infrastructure and a critical mass of people actively online. It was, however, noted that for the majority of countries benchmarked, there is still significant room for improvement, with large sections of their respective populations remaining outside the Information Economy either having access to the Internet and not using this resource, or not having the opportunity to use the Internet due to lack of access opportunities.
The data presented in the NOIE report shows that Australians are major adopters of information economy enabling technologies such as the Internet, computers, and mobile telephones, and increasingly use the Internet for a wide range of activities associated with their day-to-day lives. Some of the findings presented in the report include: 
HERVEY BAY AND THE WIDE BAY REGION -A SNAPSHOT
The population growth rate of the Wide Bay-Burnett region continues to be one of the highest in the State and in Australia -with an average annual growth rate of over 2% for Hervey Bay (representing 36% of total regional growth) and approximately 1.3% for the region as a whole (KPMG 2000) . Although the proportion of 'dependents' will decrease in Hervey Bay, the absolute numbers will increase -notably that of the 0-14 age group (from 8,443 in 1996 to 14,000 in 2021), but so will those in working age groups (23,801 now, to 47,000 in 2021). In fact, one of the more notable changes in the demographics of the Hervey and coastal Wide Bay Region between 1991-2001 has been a massive increase in the 30-54 age groups (up over 8%), along with the 0-14 age group. In other words, the largest increases in population in recent years have been of families, hence the decline in the average age for Hervey Bay residents. * Note that Hervey Bay median age and dependency ratio is predicted to fall -meaning more youth and working age people coming in/staying as the economy and education opportunities expand. This refutes the commonly held belief that Hervey Bay represents a retirement village -it is actually an emerging regional economy.
Table 2: Demographics of the Wide Bay Population
As a consequence of these recent in-migration patterns, the school-aged proportion of the population of the Wide Bay Burnett region is actually slightly higher than the national average (DETYA 2001). Year 12 enrolments at regional high schools totalled 2,856 in 2000, and will further increase, peaking at some 3,200 per year within five years. This situation makes the low take-up of Internet opportunities even more perplexing as this group is noted nationally as being in the forefront of the take-up of new technology. All these factors add up to a significant level of socio-economic disadvantage that may partly explain the low rate of take-up of Internet communication opportunities, but also means that there is opportunity for change if this can be overcome through community capacity building.
COMMUNITY CAPACITY BUILDING THROUGH INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY
The growth in the use of online technologies for communication purposes is one of the most interesting phenomena of our time. Digital technology has created complex links between telecommunications and computing technologies, transforming the ways in which information is exchanged and accessed (Australian Bureau of Statistics 1999). One regional community in southeast Queensland, the City of Hervey Bay, has become increasingly aware of these rapid advances in information and telecommunications technology and of the ways in which personal computers and the Internet have begun to contribute to social and economic change in Australia. It has attempted to solve a community problem by establishing a public Internet access project -Bay Connect -to counter the existence of an 'information poor' section of the community (Langtry 1998) in the City and its surrounds.
Background -The Political Climate
Technology is embedded within a socio-political system and each social structure has choices to make about how, or whether, a new technology will be used (Lyon 1998, p. 133) . There are social and political implications inherent in the introduction of every new technology. It is important then to consider the Networking the Nation program and the Bay Connect project in its political context.
Networking the Nation was conceived during a period of rural disenchantment and economic decline; with the considerable political hope that new forms of communication technology would help to minimize some of the disadvantages experienced by Australians living in rural and remote areas (Molnar 1998) , and be seen to do so. Langtry (1998) commented on the political climate within which this Federal program emerged:
'All this is occurring at a time when government is increasingly inclined to let 'market forces' have their head. There are big policy issues here, some of which have been discussed publicly only in the vaguest terms, and a great deal more needs to be known about what is actually going on. Voiced concerns about the development of a new 'information poor' will remain hollow unless policy-makers and the public have access to better information, and are prepared to recognize the full dimensions of the ethical issues involved'.
Bay Connect
In 1994 Hervey Bay City Council (HBCC) hosted a Community Development Workshop to look at the socio-economic position of the people of Hervey Bay. From this workshop, the Council produced a needs analysis in which they identified inadequate access to information and information networks as contributing to social fragmentation and isolation in the Hervey Bay community. In 1995, the Council received funding under the Social Infrastructure Program from the Department of Families, Youth & Community Care to set up an interim steering committee to discuss this issue, prioritize needs and formally set up a structure to deal with those needs.
The committee became known as Community Solutions Hervey Bay Association Inc., and one of its first actions was to seek support for a local online database or Intranet to address the lack of access to relevant and up-to-date information for the residents of Hervey Bay. In April 1998, Community Solutions received a grant of $715,000 over four years from Networking the Nation and the Bay Connect project was realised. This funding accounted for only 54% of the amount sought however, and required supplementation by the HBCC (which supported the establishment and maintenance of the Bay Connect website) and Community Solutions, which supported the telecommunications costs of the public Internet access sites in the first year, and continues to subsidise usage. Bay Connect's major area of activity lies in enhancing information exchange and building awareness of services, facilities and programs available throughout Hervey Bay. It directly addresses the 'Great Divide' through training and Internet access points.
The management structure for the project was relatively simple. Strategic management was the responsibility of a committee formed from community representatives, the Hervey Bay City Council and the Community Solutions group. Members of this committee where chosen on the basis of their various skills; technical, management and individual awareness of community needs. Operational management was the responsibility of a project manager who reported directly to this committee.
Initially, Bay Connect was set up like a Freenet with free public access; however a userpays system was introduced on 21 February 2000. Up until that point, the project had provided free training, plus free electronic mail (e-mail) and Internet access to holders of Health Care Cards and Pension Concession Cards who represent approximately 40% of the community. Seven Internet access sites had been set up at geographically significant points throughout the City, with volunteers stationed at each to support site operations.
After 2000 the charges outlined below in Table 3 were made (plus $0.50 per half hour or part thereof for Internet access), in order to eke out the initial funding and give the project an impetus towards permanency after grant funds had run out: A majority of surveyed individuals (over 90%) indicated that they would use the Internet if it was available. The remainder of those who responded commented that they could do without the Internet or would not miss it if they did not use it (Wright 2001) . This is not a phenomenon restricted to Hervey Bay: the Internet is changing millions of people's lives by altering the way in which they obtain information. With its "mutability" the Internet is also changing rapidly -daily -introducing users to many new functions, faster speeds, more websites and information (Newhagen & Rafaeli 1996) .
The study also found, as O'Regan (2000) posited, that while the "converged and connected Internet vanguard might be listening, viewing and reading, as well as interacting with just a couple of keystrokes, most of us still separate our media choices to enjoy the particular characteristics of the media" (Wright 2001 Bay Connect itself also applied for funding in March 2002 in NTN's final funding round to set up an adaptive training room. In keeping with Hervey Bay City Council's theme of Access, the Bay Connect training programs will continue to support a range of clientele with a variety of needs. With over 1100 people having passed through Bay Connect's training programs since its inception in 1999 they remain flexible, responding to varying conditions and priorities in Hervey Bay community. The addition of a fourth training course is the result of their ability to respond to community demand.
The long-term impact of this public Internet access program on its community is still being assessed, and this will be an ongoing process. With the up-take of broadband and a new webpage, the manager of the project is optimistic that Bay Connect will continue to serve its community's changing needs and also mentor further regional Internet access projects (White, T. 2002, pers. comm., 28 February) .
A group of 60 active Bay Connect volunteers also foster this optimism. The volunteers drive the success in the take-up and utilisation of the Bay Connect services. As site supervisors they are stationed at the any of the six access sites to provide advice, assessment of user skills, referrals to training, as well as handle the administration and log on procedures. Support at the Internet access sites is a critical issue. Site operation is conditional upon their presence. The Bay Connect volunteers are a dedicated contingent and the lifeblood of the project; they now 'own' the project. Their active involvement has lead to greater efficiencies and is paving the way to project sustainability.
Hervey Bay's Bay Connect is aligned with the NTN's aim: to develop a regional community that is aware, and skilled in the use of advanced telecommunications services.
The University of Southern Queensland and Partners
The University of Southern Queensland's Wide Bay Campus has made a significant contribution to the overall development of the communication and information technology expertise of the local community in line with its role as a regional higher education provider. Information technology staff (both academic and support) have been involved extensively with community based projects including Bay Connect, setting up the first Macromedia Users Group outside of the Capital Cities in Australia, fostering the emergent information technology industry within Hervey Bay, and were instrumental in setting up a branch of the Australian Computing Society in Hervey Bay. The University teaches and delivers in full day mode a range of information technology based degree courses and provides specialised professional development courses for Hervey Bay's business community.
On the basis of this increase in expertise and the University's strengths in software engineering and business management, the Hervey Bay City Council has recently launched the Fraser Innovation Zone. Local IT is an emerging industry in the Region; the first FIZ meeting in June 2001 attracted 100 business people to the University to videoconference with the Gartner Group (a major international player in IT). Start-up firms are seeking assistance with software solutions, and a number of contracts have been or are being negotiated which will form the basis of a significant IT Research and Development capability within the Innovation Zone and contribute to tertiary level economic activity in the Region.
Local high schools also participate in the University's early start programs, introducing University courses to Year 11 and 12 students. Currently courses are offered to IT and LOTE students, with opportunities for expansion of seamless education pathways being actively developed. These are critical in respect of the regional program of achieving higher tertiary participation rates, especially in the emerging information economy.
DISCUSSION
Australia Bureau of Statistics data shows that the overall level of Australian digital inclusion is increasing (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2001). Evidence of the rise is the increase in the share of households with Internet access, which suggests that the digital divide may be starting to narrow, although this appears to be by no means uniform as evidenced by the following:
• As age increases, the likelihood that an adult is either a computer user or an Internet user decreases; • Older adults are more likely to use a computer or access the Internet at home, younger adults at sites other than home or work and the remaining adults either at home or work;
• Employed adults are more likely to have used a computer or access the Internet than adults who are not employed; • As income increases, the likelihood that an adult is either a computer user or an Internet user increases; • Adults in metropolitan areas are more likely to have used a computer or to have accessed the Internet than adults in other areas.
These trends highlight the importance of public Internet access programs for the unemployed and older person living in a regional community in Australia like Hervey Bay. With the world's economy now driven by information technology, the persistence of a divide of have and have-not Internet users could have serious social consequences in the not-to-distant future. However, such technologies need to service Australian communities rather than simply to service commercial interests.
The issue of equity of access must be addressed. While the Internet already connects 100 million computers, this figure represents less than 2 percent of the world's population (Amor, 2000) , and it has become increasingly obvious that IT is designed for those who pay for its development: typically large commercial companies in developed countries. While understandable, this means that if you are too poor to afford a telephone connection, you may become excluded from certain services (Thomas 1995) .
Consumers need access to computers, modems and networks -not everyone has a telephone, some communicate an unwillingness to invest capital in the purchase of a computer, and many express a fear of technology. To complicate the issue of equitable Web access, not everyone knows about the Internet (Newman 2000) , or even if they do, not everyone takes advantage of the full potential of media literacy. The challenge then for Australian communities is to establish mechanisms like the Bay Connect project to increase awareness and provide local training in the use of such technologies.
It is clear that Internet-mediated communication is an increasingly important phenomenon in Australian culture. It is unlike any media formerly used for either interpersonal or mass communication or the very form and function of the Internet provides a channel that facilitates a hybrid of traditional media to be used in very non-traditional ways. Most significantly, Internet access allows for many types of participation in the communication process.
While the long-term impact of the Bay Connect Public Internet Access Program on its community is still being assessed, Bay Connect must continue to attract new customers in order to maintain a viable business front after the Networking the Nation grant is exhausted. It is important for Bay Connect at this juncture to identify further strategies for website development, training programs and Internet Access Sites, as well as to evaluate its progress. These strategies would then be integrated with the organization's goal "to enhance the awareness and utilization of the Internet and on-line services by the community of Hervey Bay, particularly those residents who are economically and/or socially disadvantaged" in order to address its founding objective (Wright 2001) .
Inadequate access to information and information networks has been seen in the past as contributing to the fragmentation of the Hervey Bay community and the felt isolation of its residents. Bay Connect was established to challenge these community conditions and all available research has found that the community has begun responding to that challenge.
CONCLUSIONS
Internet access allows for many types of participation in communication processes. Through engagement in its processes, the empowerment potential of Internet use is great. As the 1994 Community Development Workshop in Hervey Bay pointed out, such opportunities could be especially important to the community members of Hervey Bay who are marginalized culturally and socially (the unemployed and other welfare recipients).
Reducing marginalisation through public access information technologies such as the Internet has significant implications for community identity construction and maintenance.
When considering the present and future of networked information and communication technology however, it is certain that while the Internet seems to have many positive and democratizing uses, there are also many obstacles that limit its potential. Thus, further research into the cultural, political, social and economic implications of Internet use by marginalized groups must be undertaken to see if the Internet's potential is being realized. A second step would be to analyse what groups or interests are using which technologies, to different ends.
